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INTRODUCTION

This Recreation Plan describes the parks system 
and recreation opportunities in the City of Traverse 
City and establishes goals, objectives and an 
overall vision for the community�s parks and 
recreation future.  

The City Parks and Recreation sta� takes the lead 
in the direction of the planning process with 
guidance from the City Parks and Recreation 
Commission and other City sta� members. 

This Parks and Recreation Plan is the result of a 
collaborative e�ort undertaken by the City of 
Traverse City�s Parks and Recreation Commission 
and various City departments.   The intent of 
this plan is to identify the current status of parks 
and recreation, the recreational needs of the 
community, and to develop priorities for Traverse 
City by evaluating the current available resources 
such as planning documents and public input. 

The citizens of Traverse City have continually 
demonstrated their support for the maintenance 
and development of quality City parks, natural 
areas, and recreation facilities.  Past surveys 
revealed strong local support in favor of continued 
development and maintenance of the existing 
facilities.  Perceived as an essential component 
of the community, these facilities function both 
in meeting the needs of local residents and by 
providing a major attraction for tourism, which is 

Traverse City�s most important industry.

For purposes of this plan, recreation can be 
de�ned as any activity that promotes the physical 
and/or mental well being of the person who is 
participating, and that provides relief from the 
routine and stress of everyday life.  Recreational 
activities are often classi�ed into two broad 
categories of �active� and �passive� involvement.  
Open space is de�ned simply as space that is not 
used for buildings or man-made structures.  It can 
be air, land or water and is an area that is often 
used for recreational activities.
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COMMUNITY DESCRIPTION

This recreation plan has been developed for the 
City of Traverse City, located in Grand Traverse 
County 253 miles northwest of Detroit and 316 
miles north of Chicago.  The City�s northern 
boundary is Lake Michigan�s Grand Traverse Bay, 
a large bay divided by the Old Mission Peninsula.  
The southern tip of West Grand Traverse Bay is 
fully within the City of Traverse City.  The western 
portion of the southern tip of East Grand Traverse 
Bay is also in the City limits.  Situated in the 
Boardman River Valley, the City is surrounded by 
forested hills, cherry and apple orchards, vineyards, 
and numerous inland lakes along with a rapidly 
growing community that expands out into the 
surrounding townships.  The area�s beauty has 
historically attracted sportsmen and outdoor 
enthusiasts from southern Michigan as well as 
throughout the U.S.A.  Prior to developing a 
reputation as a recreation and tourist area, this part 
of the state, as well as all of northern Michigan, 
based its economy on lumbering and to a lesser 
extent, agriculture.  In the 1850�s, the City bustled 
with the activity of several sawmills and related 
industries along with a great number of diversi�ed 
businesses of the era until the lumbering industry 
waned at the turn of the 20th century.

Today, several downtown buildings and businesses 
are reminders of that era dating back a century 
or more.  Among them are the City-owned Opera 

House, the Hannah - Lay Building, and the old State 
Bank building (now Fifth-Third Bank).  Both have 
maintained the 19th century �avor while adding 
modern conveniences of the 21st century.

Preservation of Traverse City�s historic buildings 
and homes is important to residents.  Within 
walking distance of downtown, one may tour the 
well maintained historic neighborhoods and view 
some of the �nest �lumbering era� architecture in 
Michigan.

A number of major events are held in the area 
re�ecting the region�s tie to its natural resource and 
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agriculture base.  Some of the best known events 
are the National Cherry Festival, the Bayshore 
Marathon, �The Iceman Cometh� mountain bike 
race, the M-22 Challenge, the North American 
Vasa Cross Country Ski Race and the Great Lakes 
Equestrian Festival.  In addition, the area hosts 
a variety of sporting events including sail boat 
races, boat and car shows, golf championships, 
disc golf tournaments, skiing events, foot races, 
o� road bicycle racing, and all variety of sports 
tournaments.  

Unlike many communities the size of Traverse City, 
the area is not lacking in cultural and educational 

activities.  World famous artists perform 
throughout the year and outdoor summer concerts 
are a highlight at the Interlochen National Music 
Camp and Arts Academy.  Since 2009, the National 
Writers Series has hosted public conversations with 
nationally recognized authors and o�ered writing 
workshops for students and adults.  The Traverse 
City Film Festival continues to gain in prominence 
and is becoming well known internationally.  In 
addition, the Northwestern Michigan College 
Dennos Museum permanently houses an extensive 
collection of artwork and a children�s discovery 
area, along with works by masters and regional 
artists.  The school ship, Inland Seas, provides 
classes on West Grand Traverse Bay for school 
aged children.  The Traverse Area District Library 
is a virtual treasure trove of print, audio and visual 
literature.

Each year, many additional concerts, plays and 
special events such as art, antique, car and boat 
shows take place in the Traverse City area.  Traverse 
City features the Traverse Symphony Orchestra, the 
Old Town Playhouse, and many other music and 
theater groups providing varied entertainment.  
The restored, historic State Theatre on Front St. and 
the Bijou By The Bay theatre, housed in the former 
Con Foster Museum Building in the City�s Clinch 
Park, allow for both live theater and motion picture 
venues.  Both of these are operated by the Traverse 
City Film Festival organization.
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The 2019 population estimate for Traverse City 
proper was 15,738.  According to the U.S. Census 
Bureau, the City of Traverse City population as of 
the 2010 census was 14,674.  This was up slightly 
from the 2000 census �gure of 14,532 and down 
from the 1990 �gure of 15,155.  The surrounding 
townships however, continue to grow at a rapid 
rate.  Grand Traverse County has grown from the 
1970 population of 31,975 to the 2019 estimate 
of 93,088.  The 2010 census �gure was 86,986, in 
2000 it was 77,654 and the 1990 population was 
64,273.   This �gure indicates an over 44% increase 
during this 29 year period.  The City of Traverse City 
has provided parks and recreation facilities that 
have been under increasing pressure from use by 
the growing area population along with the tourist 
in�ux, especially in the summer months.   

NATURAL RESOURCES

INTRODUCTION

Enjoyment of recreation in the Traverse City area is 
due in large part to the abundance of natural and 
physical resources in the region.  Certainly, this is 
true for boaters, swimmers, bikers, campers, bird-
watchers, �shing enthusiasts, scuba divers, hikers, 
and both cross country and downhill skiers.

EAST AND WEST GRAND TRAVERSE BAYS 
�LAKE MICHIGAN�

The bays are the most important natural 

resource.  Its shoreline is an area of great concern, 
particularly in light of development pressures it is 
exposed to daily.  While much of the bay shore is 
privately owned, the bay itself is a public resource.  
It is used for �shing, sailing, boating, swimming, 
wind-sur�ng, diving, and simply viewing from 
the shore.  There is a desire to link all the City bay 
front parks together, featuring trails, walkways, 
etc., with interpretive educational centers as 
part of the trail.  Several historical and watershed 
educational stations have been added in the past 
few years.  There also is a push to enhance shore-
based �shing, with an emphasis on more public 
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�shing without need for a boat.  Opportunities for 
shore based �shing continue to be investigated for 
implementation in current and future waterfront 
improvement projects.  

Management of the City�s shorelines and riparian 
areas must include protection and enhancement of 
�sh habitat to improve this �shery.  Another aspect 
that needs improving along the shoreline is the 
placement of storm water drains.  There continues 
to be enormous thought going into planning 
for these positive steps to lessen impact on the 
bays.  Stormwater treatment devices have been 
installed in four parks to help reduce the amount of 
pollutants and sediments reaching the Boardman 

River and the Bays.  Removing or controlling 
several invasive species of plants and animals is 
also at the forefront of environmental e�orts.  The 
re-establishment of native vegetation in some 
disturbed habitat areas is the best defense against 
the growth of invasive plants. 

About half of Traverse City�s shoreline is sandy 
beach.  Other parts of the shoreline have been 
altered with protective shoreline measures from 
rock revetments to hard steel sheet piling systems.  
Lake Michigan water level �uctuations continue 
to provide challenging conditions that often times 
need to be readdressed in extreme high or extreme 
low water events.

BOARDMAN RIVER SYSTEM

The Boardman River passes through the City of 
Traverse City including Boardman Lake.  This lake 
level is enhanced approximately nine feet by the 
Union Street Dam right in the center of the City.  
The lake and river both o�er many recreational 
opportunities both land based and water based.  
With the bays so close at hand, Boardman Lake and 
River do not see the level of use that they would 
have if located in a community away from the Great 
Lakes.  Kid�s Creek is a valuable tributary that �ows 
through Gar�eld Township to its con�uence at the 
Boardman River in Downtown Traverse City. The 
creek and it�s wetland systems provide many natural 
resource bene�ts, recreation opportunities and is 
another highlighted water resource for the area.



11

COMMUNITY DESCRIPTIONCity of Traverse City | 2021 - 2026 Parks & Recreation Plan

TRANSPORTATION SYSTEMS

HIGHWAYS

Traverse City is served by US-31, M-37, M-72 and 
M-22 allowing highway access to the community 
from any direction.  US-131, a limited access 
highway from Grand Rapids, does not directly tie 
into Traverse City but comes within 39 miles of 
servicing the community.  Located at the head of 
Grand Traverse Bay, several highways converge in 
the City.  This phenomenon results in considerable 
tra�c along the City�s waterfront, especially during 
the peak travel months.

The tra�c along Traverse City�s waterfront brings 
many people in close proximity to the City�s 
�ne recreation opportunities along the bay.  
With most parking located away from the bay, 
the roads bearing that heavy tra�c also tend 
to create physical and physiological barriers 
to safely reaching recreation facilities and also 
create environmental concerns with storm water 
runo� and pollutants.  The City has attempted to 
reduce the barriers with a pedestrian tunnel under 
Grandview Parkway (US-31, M-72, M-22) at Cass 
Street, an underpass at the Murchie Bridge near 
Grandview and Front Street, at grade crossings 
at Hull Street, Oak Street and Elwood Avenue 
(Hull and Elmwood with pedestrian activated 
signals), and signalized crossings of Grandview 
Parkway at Division, Union and Park Streets.  The 

City continues to explore options for carrying 
pedestrian tra�c safely across Grandview Parkway 
to bayside destinations. 

LOCAL STREETS

Most City parks are accessed via Traverse City�s 
local streets.  These streets are continuously 
targeted for improvements through the City�s 
Public Improvements Program.  The City has nearly 
29 miles of major streets and 49 miles of local 
streets as de�ned by the Michigan Department of 
Transportation.

Hickory Hills Ski Area and Brown Bridge Quiet 
Area lie outside the City limits and are accessed by 
County roads.  The County road servicing Hickory 
Hills is maintained in the winter by the City.

PEDESTRIAN AND BICYCLE TRAVEL

There are areas within the community that were 
designed years ago primarily for the automobile; 
where pedestrian travel has inadvertently been 
discouraged.  In some areas, pedestrian and bicycle 
travel is challenging because streets were designed 
to move many vehicles as quickly as possible.  The 
City is taking steps to correct these conditions 
by steadily enhancing the sidewalk network, 
encouraging implementation of Complete Streets 
design standards, adding trails and by marking 
bicycle lanes along many City streets. 
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The City Master Plan calls for community streets 
to be designed for a wide range of users, not just 
the motor vehicle driver.  Roadway improvement 
designs must also consider the needs of the 
pedestrian and bicyclist, by incorporating 
sidewalks and bike lanes.  Sidewalks need 
adequate separation from the roadway to provide 
comfort and clear demarcation between the 
road edge and the sidewalk.  Driveways must be 
designed and limited in number so that they do 
not impair the safety of the pedestrian or bicyclist.  
Designs should also include consideration for 
mitigation of increased impervious surfaces or 
alternate surfaces.

To further encourage pedestrian and bicycle 
travel, a system of trails and connecting walks 
are being implemented to make these forms 
of travel through and around the community 
inviting.  The eleven mile long TART trail is a paved 
urban transportation corridor that currently runs 
between Bunker Hill Road in Acme Township 
and Carter Road in Elmwood Township which is 
past the M22/M-72 intersection in Traverse City.  
The trail runs along Grand Traverse Bay, through 
downtown Traverse City neighborhoods and 
the Mitchell Creek watershed and is a favorite of 
families, visitors, bicyclists and in-line skaters.  

The Leelanau Trail stretches 17 miles through the 
last of the Leelanau County railway corridors.  The 
Leelanau Trail connects Traverse City and Suttons 
Bay.  The entire distance is now paved.  These two 
trails combine for 28 contiguous miles of hiking, 
biking and roller blading possibilities.  Capital 
funds and grant monies have been used and more 
will be needed to construct additional new trails 
and to maintain existing trails and pathways. 

The Boardman Lake Trail is moving forward toward 
completion.  The Boardman Lake East and North 
Trails connect Hull Park and the Traverse Area 
District Library at the north end, Medalie Park in 
Gar�eld Township at the south end, and Old Town 
and other neighborhoods west of Boardman Lake.  
This trail includes a major pedestrian bridge that 
crosses the Boardman River.  The current West 
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Boardman Lake Trail section spans from 10th 
Street to 14th Street, and construction plans are 
underway to complete the West trail around the 
entirety of Boardman Lake.  The Boardman Lake 
Trail now connects to the TART Trail and eventually 
will connect to trails in the Boardman Valley and 
beyond.

The Vasa Trail pathway which is managed under 
agreement with the Michigan Department of 
Natural Resources, Grand Traverse County, and 
TART Trails, is located amid the pristine beauty of 
the Pere Marquette State Forest.  The Vasa Pathway, 
utilized by cross country skiers, mountain and fat 
tire bikers, walkers and naturalists, features a series 
of loops and trails that o�er both challenging and 
easier routes for every level of user. 

PUBLIC TRANSPORTATION

The Traverse City area, including Grand Traverse 
and Leelanau Counties, is served by the Bay Area 
Transportation Authority (BATA).  BATA provides 
scheduled routes with the City loops, various local 
area loops, and regional connections.

Two services that BATA provides that serves the 
recreation community are the popular Bike-n-Ride 
and Ski-n-Ride programs.  

Bike-n-Ride o�ers transportation for riders and up 
to 11 bicycles that don�t want to pedal all the way 
both ways to enjoy two popular rides.  One route 

serves Traverse City to Suttons Bay and Northport 
and the other from Traverse City to Glen Arbor and 
Empire.

Ski-n-Ride o�ers transportation from Traverse 
City, including stops at local middle schools, to 
Hickory Hills and Mt. Holiday during the week 
and to The Homestead and Crystal Mountain on 
the weekends.  Skiers can take their equipment 
with them on the bus and for the middle school 
students, the schools have set up areas where the 
skis can be kept during the school day.
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ADMINISTRATIVE STRUCTURE

PARKS AND RECREATION COMMISSION

The Parks and Recreation Commission serves 
as an advisory body to the City Commission on 
matters relating to the operation, development, 
and planning of parks, recreation and cemetery 
services and activities.  Six of the seven 
commissioners are appointed by the City 
Commission and serve staggered terms of three 
years.  The seventh member is the City Manager�s 
appointee.  This body is an important liaison 
between the citizens of Traverse City and the 

City Commission, along with other groups and 
governmental units.  The Commission was formed 
under the authority of Section 30 of the Charter of 
the City of Traverse City. 

PARKS AND RECREATION STAFF

The Parks and Recreation sta� directs the 
operation and maintenance of parks, cemetery, 
and special facilities and develops and organizes 
recreation programs.  The Parks and Recreation 
Division is under the direction of the Parks and 
Recreation Superintendent who reports to the 
Director of Public Services who reports directly to 
the City Manager.  The City Manager is responsible 
to the City Commission which consists of six 
citizens elected for staggered four year terms and 
an elected Mayor that serves a two year term.  
The Mayor and the City Commission are, in turn, 
ultimately responsible to the citizens which they 
serve.  The Brown Bridge Advisory Group makes 
recommendations to the City Manager on issues 
related to the Brown Bridge Quiet Area.

The Parks and Recreation Division is responsible for 
recreation programming and facilities, Hickory Hills 
Ski Area, Oakwood Cemetery, the urban forestry 
program, public park operations and maintenance, 
three outdoor ice skating rinks and snow removal 
from several City parking lots.  

The Duncan L. Clinch Marina is under the direction 
of the Department of Public Services Director.
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